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What is feedback?

There is often a tight correlation 
between teachers’ marking and 
giving feedback (DfE 2016), which 
perhaps needs to be decoupled 
to help make better sense of what 
feedback is designed to do. For 
clarification, marking is identified as 
a process, which offers some form 
of judgment on learning. This may 
be evident in many forms, verbal 
or written and might including a 
grade, score or outcome level. It 
might reveal how judgments have 
been derived (perhaps with a 
rubric), illustrate errors, omissions 
or misunderstandings; indicate 
aspects that have been done well or 
which require further elaboration of 
clarification. It might point out where 
work has improved since a previous 
attempt. 

Feedback is not about making 
an assessment judgment. It uses 
assessment evidence to identify 
current attainment in order to 
facilitate learning moving forwards to 
its next step or goal. The frequency 
of when it is given can vary, so 
too can whether it is given to each 
person individually, to groups or 
whole classes.  Long established 
definitions of feedback identify it to 
be “information about a gap between 
the actual level and the reference 
level of a particular system parameter 
which is used to alter the gap in 
some way (Ramaprasad 1983:4). 
In essence, the key purpose of 
feedback is to change what happens 
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The relevance and usefulness 
of feedback

At the heart of the interrelationship 
of the processes of teaching, 

learning, curriculum and assessment, 
is the practice of feedback. 
Evidence tells us that the potential 
of feedback to increase pupils’ 
learning by up to 8 months is high 
(Education Endowment Foundation 
Toolkit, Hattie, 2009). Despite this 

evidence, it remains difficult to put 
meaningful feedback into practice 
for all pupils across the whole primary 
age phase. Priorities of summative 
assessments, workload pressures 
and the differing needs of pupils 
all make feedback difficult to use 
effectively with all pupils. Gaining 
a greater grasp of how feedback 
can be more successfully 
understood and utilised seems to 
be of importance for all teachers. 



‘now’ towards what is desired or 
required ‘next’. Only when there is 
some movement in the right direction 
is there evidence of ‘successful’ 
feedback. Of course, this does 
not preclude movement in the 
opposite direction, that is movement 
away from what is desired. There 
is evidence that some strategies 
designed for feedback have yielded 
this negative effect (Kluger and 
DeNisis 1996).  

Understanding the context 
of feedback 

In the context of national imperatives 
to drive up standards and the use of 
pupil performance data as measures 
of school and teacher success, 
schools are in an ever increasing 
state of hunting for ‘gaps’ so that 
once found they can be diminished. 
These gaps are typically in relation 
to performance between groups of 
children (based on various categories 
such as age, gender, ethnicity) and 
between actual and desired levels 
of attainment.   The promise that 
feedback might alter ‘gaps’ therefore 
seems attractive. However, what we 
have been slow to learn is that ‘gaps’ 
are not empty spaces requiring the 
right intervention to be dropped in.  
The gap between where a child’s 
learning can currently be assessed 
to be and where a school might like 
that to be, is not empty. It is full of 
the child, his or her understandings, 
experiences, interests, culture, social 
contacts.   In what ways might 
this matter to how we understand 
and use feedback? Understanding 
and enhancing the use of effective 

feedback is a complex process 
about moving learning forward for all 
pupils. It must engage both teachers 
and learners and it is suggested that 
the way that we identify and alter 
gaps  needs to be as much about 
a relational process as a technical 
one. 

Developing feedback in 
classrooms

OFSTED (2018) have gone to great 
lengths to explode myths about 
what feedback should look like.  
Examining the research evidence 
enables us to better understand key 
priorities and facets of feedback. 
Hattie and Timperley’s work (2007) 
presents three key questions that 
need to be asked as feedback 
proceeds - Where am I going? How 
am I going? and Where to next? In 
order for these to be realised, each 
question works at four levels which 
feedback needs to address.

 

1) The task level (feedback 
about how the task has been 
understood and performed), 

2) The process level (feedback 
about how the task has been 
processed) 

3) Self-regulation level (feedback 
about how learners self-monitor, 
direct and control their actions) 

4) The self level (feedback about the 
self as a person)

In summary, the key evidence shows 
that there are likely to be better 
learning outcomes from feedback 
if it relates to achievable goals, 
which are understood and owned 
by pupils. They need to be able to 
relate to the level of challenge of 
goals and the new tasks offered 
to help them be successful. Pupils 
also need to understand what they 
have to do, and know that they have 
the strategies to proceed. As Hattie 
and Timperley state ‘the relationship 
between feedback and goal related 

The key purpose of feedback is to change 
what happens ‘now’ towards what is 
desired or required ‘next.
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No feedback will be 
effective if a child is 
not able (or willing) 

to relate to it.

There are likely 
to be better learning 

outcomes from feedback 
if it relates to achievable 

goals, which are 
understood and owned 

by pupils.



challenge is complex’ (2007:89). The 
role of the teacher is to make sure 
that the feedback from a task can 
be usefully acted upon beyond the 
immediate task and can be used by 
learners for future task processing 
and regulation. Feedback about 
the person e.g. ‘good boy’, ‘you 
have done this well’, seems to have 
little impact on learning and may 
even reduce learning.  This includes 
praise, such as ’well done’, ‘nice 
sentence’. This can make praise 
unpredictable as an approach within 
feedback as pupils may use it, or 
seek it, to confirm or refute particular 
reputations they have of themselves 
in the classroom. However, if the 
praise is linked to the use of a 
process or a series of strategies that 
have been used or could be used 
in the future -‘well done, you have 
applied two of the strategies in an 
original way’, then the praise may 
have some (minimal) positive impact. 

In Key Stage 1 and Early Years there 
are additional factors that need to 
be understood as we engage with 
pupils whose cognitive development, 
and understanding of self are in 
earlier stages of development than 
those in higher phases of education. 
This has implications for the timing, 
frequency and form of feedback. 
Feedback, which is more frequent, 
is less dependent on writing, and 
is immediately followed up, will be 
more important for younger children. 
Much of the research evidence 
on feedback generalises without 
regard for the developmental stage 
of children. School policies too are 
often not sufficiently clear about how 

feedback is best enacted in early 
years and Key Stage 1 as well as how 
pupil’s engagement with feedback is 
itself developmental. Consideration 
needs to be given not only to the 
immediate tools and techniques for 
effective feedback but also to how 
pupils become more skilled in using 
it to direct, regulate and adjust their 
own learning. Ensuring that pupils 
can build on their experiences from 
year to year and be supported in 
this process is important. Building in 
strategies to help pupils self-regulate 
and think about their learning is 
an important dimension of making 
feedback meaningful and productive 
(see EEF 2018 on self-regulation and 
metacognition).

Pupils who struggle to 
make sense of feedback

Recent research (Dann 2015 and 
2018) has explored the ways in which 
pupils, who struggle to succeed in 
terms of attainment outcomes, make 
use of feedback. These children may 
not be the ‘intentional learners’ that 
Black et al (2006) reveal are best 
placed to make use of feedback. 
The research revealed that despite 
success criteria and targets being 
given for each lesson, many of these 
children had not internalised a clear 
notion of ‘next’ for their learning.  
Either they lowered the cognitive 
challenge of the next steps that they 
articulated for themselves (in literacy) 
or they struggled to have any notion 
of what they might need to learn next 
(in Numeracy). Furthermore, the pupils 
identified that teachers had different 
targets and priorities for their learning 

than they had for themselves.  Here 
there are clear messages about the 
way in which the progression and 
pace of teaching needs to be well 
aligned with the cognitive development 
of pupils. Teachers and pupils may 
understand the ‘gap’ which feedback 
seeks to alter very differently.   No 
feedback will be effective if a child is 
not able (or willing) to relate to it. In 
such contexts, there may need to be 
some recalibration of the gap between 
actual and reference levels of learning 
by both the teacher and pupil so that 
there is better alignment. This may 
require some tasks to help reassess 
actual attainment, discussion about 
goals, aspirations and attainment, and 
it might require goals to be scaled 
back, re-levelled, broken down into 
smaller steps or exemplified further. 

Thinking differently about 
feedback. 

Feedback has great potential to 
be useful to promote learning in 
classrooms. However, it must be 
more than a set of tools or techniques 
used by teachers.  More importantly, 
pupils need to learn early on how 
feedback can be useful to them.   
Pupils need to have some notion of 
what they need to learn next and to 
have a buy-in or motivation to want 
to progress. It is essential that the 
ways in which next steps, goals, or 
success criteria are shared with pupils 
are meaningful. This may require more 
than the teacher presenting them

If pupils have constructed their 
current level of attainment and their 
future next steps differently from their 

Pupils need to have some notion of what 
they need to learn next and to have a  
buy-in or motivation to want to progress. 
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teacher, then feedback is unlikely to 
be successful. One of the first steps 
to support those pupils for whom 
feedback does not seem to lead to 
better learning is to identify where pupil 
and teacher understanding of current 
attainment and future next steps 
might be misaligned.  This is likely to 
require a conversion – what has a child 
understood and internalised about 
what needs to be done next?

Feedback helps pupils link their 
past, present and future learning. 
It potentially gives them power 
and agency to be learners. Since 
feedback is predominantly about 
improving future learning it will be 
speculative and to some extent 
uncertain (particularly for pupils). 
Ensuring that pupils have the support 
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What does ASPE do for those in Primary Education? 

We...

• promote informed and reflective 
study on practice that affects  
children’s learning; 

• encourage collaboration between 
colleagues in schools and 
universities;

• hold events which promote the 
best in researched practice; 

• provide informed commentary on 
education policy issues;

• commission publications, 
including the international journal 
Education 3-13, written by leading 
researchers and practitioners.

to make the necessary adjustments to 
their learning is vital. If future learning 
seems unattainable, unwelcome, 
unclear or unknown, feedback is 
unlikely to have a positive impact. 
Scaffolding next steps of learning 
so that pupils understand it, and 
identifying what steps or actions might 
be usefully taken to move towards it 
are essential for successful feedback. 

Feedback is a pivotal concept 
concerned with the relationship of 
teaching and learning in classrooms. 
It requires effective communication 
between teachers and learners, each 
learning from the other. Ultimately, 
seeing feedback as a relational 
concept, rather than a technical one, 
may be helpful for its potential to be 
better realised.  


